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Thank you, Mem Fox: Notes on the 2007
Michigan Reading Association Conference
BY SCOTT PETERSON
n one sense, nothing was out of the ordinary at the Michigan Reading Association Conference in Grand Rapids this year. It was pretty much the same old stuff: the same old mix of first rate children's authors such as
Christopher Paul Curtis and Marc Brown, and nationally known educators like Ruth Cullum, Chris Tovani,
and Harvey Daniels, who we have come to expect at MRA conferences. Yes, it was just the same old, same old
mix of inspiration, knowledge, community, celebration, (and fine wine) that we have come to take for granted
from MRA over the years. All I can say is ....

I

THANK YOU, MRA, THANK YOU, THANK YOU,
THANK YOU!!!! for once again providing the work-

shops, key note addresses, and author talks that
inspire us and keep us motivated and moving forward
for another year. And please, please,
please, keep doing so in the future.

without a clue about what good language is. They
walk into our classrooms unable to anticipate what is
coming next in a story and without a rich and varied
vocabulary. They don't know the elements of a story
and have never enjoyed the rhythm
and rhyme of a well-composed piece
of writing.

Of all that I experienced at this
Our students might be lumped into
year's conference, Mem Fox's
two groups -- those that start school
Monday morning keynote address
with the ability to recognize and
struck my deepest chord. As soon
appreciate language in all its glory,
as she stepped onto the platform
and those who can't. This ability,
and her image flashed on the huge
according to Mem, has nothing to
screen, things began to crackle
do with affluence or social class or
and pop. There she was, looming
ethnic
differences. Those children
over us in all her glory -- spiky red
who enter school with this ability
hair, black rimmed glasses, a smile
have been read and talked to from
that sparkled in the bright lights,
the instant they were born. More
a jacket exploding with red, pink,
importantly, they have listened
and yellow flowers -- all in front of a
to, and examined closely the one
background of lush green ferns dotted with bright red carnations. That Mem Fox at the 2007 MRA Con- thousand stories she maintains are
image alone was worth the price of ference. Photo by Troy Hicks.
necessary to develop a sense of print
dressed up in its finest form.
admission.
But when she began to speak, things really became
colorful.
Mem began by reading her fine book, The Magic Hat
(2002), leading us through a choral reading in her
sweet Australian accent, sounding like a song bird,
shrinking the crowded auditorium to a cozy, intimate
size. Then she launched her message. Language,
she told us, is more important than mere print.
Language is words put together in their best form, or
"print dressed up in its finest clothes." The sad thing,
though, is that more and more children come to school

To illustrate her point, Mem told the story of two
children. The first, Darcy, comes from a working class
family. Her parents start talking to her from the
instant she is born in long, complete, adult sentences.
They talk to her in rich, colorful language as a friend,
not as something that "just happened to fall out of a
body." In the first weeks of her life, they begin reading
and singing and chanting to her, already starting on
the one thousand books needed to develop a sense of
good literature. Within this context, Darcy's parents
provide knowledge of words, rhythm, rhyme, grammatical structure, and letter recognition.
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Elizabeth, on the other hand, comes from a big house
and arrives home from the hospital in a long, white
limousine. She has her own bedroom filled with lots
of things and gadgets. Her advantages, however,
end there. Her parents love her, but because both
of them hold important jobs, they don't have much
time to spend with Elizabeth. She spends a good
deal of her life at a childcare center, where she will
receive an average of four minutes per day in one to
one conversation. Rarely do they share observations
about the world or important things going on in their
lives while sitting around the dinner table, and they
barely start those thousand books before Elizabeth is
old enough to start school.
Darcy, according to Mem, will learn to read within
weeks of starting school, provided she is not "shocked
into muteness" by a skill and drill curriculum
inspired by the No Child Left Behind law. She will
learn phonics and letter identification within the
context of good language and from repeated readings
of the books she loves so much. Elizabeth, on the
other hand, will likely struggle with school almost
from the instant she steps through the door. She will
quickly be placed into a remedial program where
she will get exactly the opposite of what she needs to
flourish as a good reader. Instead of a program that
will saturate her in rich language and high quality
literature, she will be placed in one where words will
be torn into their smallest and most incomprehensible parts. After years of struggle, she will become
an adequate word-caller, but will never associate
reading with pleasure, or thinking, or passion.
This idea reminded me of my own experience. A
couple of years ago, I spent a long, cold winter being
trained in a new program designed to build fluency
skills in our students. For weeks, we met from 8:30
to 3:00 and discussed digraphs and dipthongs and
blends and phonics and phonemes and phonemic
awareness. We learned how to break down words
into tiny little parts and tap them out on our arms.
Comprehension skills were mentioned only in terms
of "re-tellings". Visualizing, drawing inferences,
making connections, and deciding what is important
didn't even make it onto the agenda. And all the
while we were scolded- gently, softly, politely, but
scolded none the less- for falling for those touch'
feely whole language programs.
Now don't get me wrong. I appreciate the importance
of fluency and decoding skills. Too many times have
I worked hard to inspire and motivate students to

FALL

read, only to see their desire burn out because o~ la_ck
of fluency. Too often have I seen the natural curiosity
of children trumped by the sheer mental and physical effort needed to plow through a book. I believe
that it's nearly impossible to become a proficient
reader without a solid base in reading fundamentals.
I also believe, however, that fluency, no matter how
important and necessary to the reading process,
is itself nothing more than what Frank Serafini
called in another conference session, "word-calling."
Decoding fluently is only the beginning ofliteracy, a
springboard to bigger and better things, and unless
we go to the next step, it doesn't take us very far.
While Mem described a literate upbringing in such
lyrical terms, I couldn't help but think about my
own daughters, and how they would crawl into my
lap after their evening baths for their bedtime story,
so warm and cuddly, smelling like shampoo and
baby powder. I remember how they would chant
along with the story, how they would reach out and
turn the page because they couldn't wait to find out
what was going to happen next, and how they would
make me go back and read the page I "accidentally"
skipped. I remember how they begged for just one
more, and how surprised I was when my two year
old began to chant the names of the magnetic letters
stuck on our refrigerator, even though she had yet
to receive any formal instruction on letter or sound
recognition. What I don't remember is this being a
chore, something we had to do along with the dishes
and taking out the garbage and homework. We read
because it was a good and satisfying way to spend
our time together.
I can't begin to tell you how refreshing and inspiring
it was to hear Mem, as well as others, speak of reading with a capital "R" instead of a lower case one. To
hear such people talk so powerfully and eloquently
about a higher order ofliteracy, a literacy that cuts
across class and economic lines, that makes a difference in our lives, and empowers us to become full
members of society, was tonic to a tired soul.
So, thank you, Mem Fox, as well as the other fine
speakers at this year's conference, for bringing these
times back to us, and for reminding us once again
what true literacy is all about. And thank you, MRA,
for one long glorious weekend in March every year.
Believe me, we appreciate it.
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